THE  MATERIALIST  CONCEPTION   OF  HISTORY
endeavours to strengthen the authority of the Senate
in order to create a counterpoise to their own power.
Otto Seeck is of opinion that the extermination of the
best men in the civil wars, by the proscriptions which
followed them, and by the many executions ordered by
suspicious emperors, unnerved the people and ruined
the national character, the more so as it was invariably
the fate of the most courageous and independent persons
to fall under suspicion and be put to death.   There may
be a certain amount of truth in this, though it is probable
that Seeck exaggerates the effect of this persecution.
We know of too many countries and empires ruled by
despotic princes in which every independent movement
was  suffocated,   every  free  utterance  forbidden,   any
person who incurred the displeasure of the government
imprisoned, exiled or killed, and yet in each of these
countries the people finally rose against their oppressors
and  dethroned  them.     Another   cause,   according to
Seeck, was the depopulation of the Empire due to a
false economic system.   The very fact of depopulation
is, however, a matter of dispute, and convincing argu-
ments have been put forward against it.   During about
two hundred years the nations united in the Roman
Empire enjoyed a period of nearly unbroken peace the like
of which mankind has known neither before nor since.
Only in the remotest frontier regions of the vast Empire,
which extended from  Britain in the north-west and
Morocco in the south-east to Mesopotamia, were there
occasional fights, perhaps a punitive expedition against
some savage tribe, or the incorporation of some new
stretch of border country ; in the interior of the Empire
there was absolute peace.  We know that all the countries
of which it was composed were prosperous ; their wealth
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